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The  Creating 

Tomorrow 

Report: 

A Plain  Language 
Project 

How  would  you  accurately 
present  2,000  people’s  ideas  in  a 
condensed  and  concise  format? 

Policy  Secretariat  took  on  this 
challenge  following  the  1992-93 
agriculture  and  food  industry 
consultation  process,  Creating 
Tomorrow.  The  secretariat’s  job 
was  to  turn  the  2,000  Creating 
Tomorrow  participants’  ideas  into 
a document  readers  could 
understand  and  relate  to. 

“Applying  the  first  rules  of  plain 
language  helped  us  decide  how 
to  present  the  results  of  Creating 
Tomorrow,”  says  Barb  Stroh, 
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secretariat  member.  “Instead  of 
reporting  every  detail  that 
emerged  during  the  consultation 
process,  we  thought  about  who 
our  reading  audience  would  be, 
what  they’d  need  and  want  to 
know,  and  how  they’d  likely  use 
the  information.  It  seemed  most 
useful  to  try  to  present  Creating 


Forms  and  the  Public  Purse 


“The  large  print  giveth 
and  the  small  print 
taketh  away.” 

Coyote  Cowboy  Proverbs, 
Baxter  Black 

Every  penny  counts.  Reduced 
waste  in  terms  of  time  and  paper 
translates  into  reduced  costs. 
Between  1982  and  1985,  the 
British  Government  reviewed 
65,000  forms.  They  abolished 
15,770  and  revised  a further 
21,300.  Savings  totalled  over  <£9 
million  (that’s  about  $18  million)! 

Now  it’s  our  turn.  The  Alberta 
Government’s  deadline  for  forms 
revision:  December  1993- 

A Forms  Subcommittee,  working 
with  the  department’s  Plain 
Language  Coordinating 
Committee,  has  met  and  defined 
some  goals  and  strategies.  In  July, 
the  committee  will  be  joined  by  a 
consultant  who  will  project- 
manage  the  review  of  all 
departmental  forms,  outline  a 
revision  process  for  identified 
forms  and  set  up  a forms 
management  system  for  the 
future. 


About  500  forms  originating  from 
within  the  department  have  been 
submitted  for  inventory.  No 
doubt,  more  are  lurking  in  office 
corners  awaiting  discovery. 

Good  forms  design  saves  time, 
money  and  frustration  for  staff 
who  process  forms  and  the 
public  who  complete  them.  For 
example,  when  40  percent  of  the 
federal  1991  National  Income 
Stabilization  Account  (NISA) 
forms  submitted  required 
follow-up,  the  government 
established  a task  force  to  work 
with  users  and  government  staff 
to  revise  the  form.  The  NISA 
program  itself  is  complex; 
therefore,  to  work  properly,  the 
form  must  be  as  clear  as  possible. 

As  the  subcommittee  undertakes 
the  review  of  forms  within  this 
department,  please  support  its 
volunteer  members  and  the 
consultant  in  their  daunting  task! 

Forms  Subcommittee  members  are: 

Sheila  Devereux,  Crow  Benefit  Offset  Program 
Laurie  Hodge,  Irrigation  Secretariat 
Lloyd  Johnston,  Dairy  Control  Board 
Pat  McLaughlin,  Finance  and  Human  ■ 
resources 

Chuck  Sterling,  Economic  Services  (Chair) 
Gerard  Vaillancourt.  Print  Media  (Chair) 
Louise  Welsh,  Agricultural  Education  and 
Community  Services 


Alie  ~ 


Tomorrow  results  in  a way  that 
helped  readers  see  a big  picture.” 

Result?  A condensation  of 
participants’  common  threads  of 
thought  into  one  8 1/2"  x 11" 
page.  Using  point  form,  the 
information  outlines  the  future 
Creating  Tomorrow  participants 
desire  for  the  industry  (its  vision 
statement),  the  goals  they  want 
to  pursue  to  realize  the  vision, 
and  the  strategies  developed  on 
how  to  reach  the  goals. 

The  chart  is  the  focal  point  of  the 
report  on  Creating  Tomorrow 
which  has  been  widely 
distributed  to  department  staff 
and  those  working  in  the 
industry.  “We  expected  that  the 
chart  would  be  referred  to  often 
in  staff  and  industry  planning 
meetings  over  the  next  year  or 
so,”  says  Evelyn  Shapka,  the 
secretariat’s  industrial 
development  officer.  “That  gave 
us  the  idea  of  printing  it  on 
poster- weight  paper  and 
perforating  it  along  the  margin  so 
people  could  easily  tear  it  out  of 
the  pubished  report.” 

In  designing  your  own 
documents,  remember  the 
Creating  Tomorrow  example.  An 
effective  piece  of  writing  meets 
the  needs  of  its  readers. 


Grammar  Rules? 

“There  was  the  agriculture  expert 
who  was  quoted  as  saying  grain 
farmers  ‘could  benefit  from  a 
mixture  of  alcohol  and  gasoline, 
and  could  also  help  the  energy 
crisis.’ 

Are  we  to  assume  that  farmers 
should  drink  the  mixture  of 
alcohol  and  gasoline  to  benefit 
from  it?  Or  is  it  for  external  use 
only?  And  what  does  'help  the 
energy  crisis’  mean?  When  you 
help  a crisis,  do  you  make  it 
worse  or  better? 

What  the  writer  meant  was,  ‘grain 
farmers  could  benefit  from  using 
a mixture  of  alcohol  and  gasoline 
for  machinery  fuel,  and  could 
help  conserve  energy  at  the  same 
time.’" 

(A  Way  With  Words , 
Bill  Cameron) 


Training  Update 


The  second  round  of  plain 
language  training  will  begin  in 
September  with  in-house  trainers. 
The  original  300  staff  trained  last 
year  attended  day-long  sessions 
taught  by  a consultant.  These 
sessions  explained  plain  language 
principles  and  methods  to 
incorporate  those  principles  when 
writing  documents.  Participants 
also  had  an  opportunity  to  work 
on  improving  their  own  writing 
samples.  Ninety-five  percent  of 
the  participants  reported  that  the 
course  was  extremely  worthwhile. 

The  Plain  Language  Coordinating 
Committee  (PLCC)  has  chosen  to 
continue  training  using  internal 


trainers  to  save  money,  as  well  as 
to  provide  department  staff  with 
access  to  trained  plain  language 
resource  people  on  an  ongoing 
basis.  With  a team  of 
approximately  20  staff  trainers, 
plain  language  training  will  be 
readily  available  to  groups 
throughout  the  department.  Staff 
trainers,  drawn  from  across  the 
department,  including  the 
regions,  will  be  available  to  help 
and  encourage  their  co-workers 
to  use  plain  language  concepts  in 
their  daily  communications.  The 
plaft  to  conduct  in-house  training 
has  the  full  support  of  the  Deputy 
Minister  and  Management 
Committee,  whose  members  have 


assisted  the  PLCC  by  volunteering 
appropriate  staff  to  become 
trainers.  A dozen  enthusiastic  staff 
have  already  volunteered. 

Branch  heads  have  been  given 
responsibility  to  ensure  that  their 
offices’  communications  are  in 
plain  language.  Branch  heads 
must  also  identify,  as  one  element 
of  their  business  plans,  ways  to 
measure  improvements  in  their 
group’s  plain  language 
performance. 

Other  departments  have 
measurably  improved  their 
correspondence  to  the  public 
using  an  in-house  support  system. 
It’s  sure  to  succeed  here  too. 


R U R R O S E 


“Focus  on  what  your  reader  wants  and 
needs  to  know.” 

Plain  Language  Clear  and  Simple , 
Multiculturalism  and  Citizenship  Canada 

Before  you  begin  to  write,  you  must  be  clear  not  only  about  who  you 
are  writing  to  (audience)  but  also  why  you  are  writing. 

To  determine  the  purpose  of  your  writing 

Ask: 

■ how  you  want  your  reader  to  respond:  are  you  trying  to  persuade,  to 
motivate  to  action,  or  to  give  information? 

■ what  information  you  must  provide:  should  you  include  background 
information,  instructions,  or  contact  names? 

To  clarify  your  thinking,  always  write  a purpose  statement  before  you 
begin  writing.  Suppose  you  are  answering  a letter  from  a woman  who 
saw  a family  member  hurt  in  a farm  accident,  is  distressed  and  demands 
that  the  department  do  more  to  educate  farmers  in  farm  safety.  You 
know  you  are  writing  to  a woman  under  emotional  stress,  but  also  to 
someone  who  is  prepared  to  voice  her  opinion  and  act  on  it. 

Your  purpose  statement  might  read: 

To  relieve  some  of  the  writer’s  distress;  to  reassure  her  that  the 
government  cares  about  farm  families  and  provides  a significant  level  of 
farm  safety  education;  to  encourage  her  to  become  involved  in  her  local 
community  programs  that  deal  with  farm  safety. 

Therefore,  in  your  letter,  you  would: 

■ empathize  with  her  distress 

■ reassure  her  that  knowledge  of  farm  safety  and  accident  prevention  is 
improving  all  the  time 

■ tell  her,  specifically,  what  die  department  is  doing  and  will  do  in 
future  to  step  up  efforts  to  promote  farm  safety 

■ tell  her  what  she  can  do  to  help,  and  provide  contact  names  for 
further  information 

■ thank  her  for  turning  to  the  department  to  express  her  concerns 


Gobbledegook 

Unleashed 

Can  you  turn  the  following  into 
plain  English? 

We  re-emphasize  our  interest  to 
be  pivotal  in  returning  Swimfins 
to  the  private  sector  in 
conjunction  with  other  related 
issues  being  addressed  in  order 
that  a strong  future  for  the 
sporting  goods  industry  of 
Alberta  can  be  formulated. 

(Excerpt  from  an  actual  letter  to  the 
Minister-with  minor  adjustments.) 


HOTLINE! 

427-2127  or  147-2127 

Keep  calling  and  sending  us 
samples  of  your  favorite 
examples  of  obfuscation  (foggy 
writing)!  We  are  also  happy  to 
answer  your  questions  about 
grammar,  matters  of  protocol 
and  effective  communication. 

Over  the  summer,  please  call 
Anne  Marie,  Cathy  or  Marty  at 
427-2127  with  your  plain 
language  questions. 

The  NoBull  newsletter  is  published  bimonthly  by  the 
Plain  Language  Coordinating  Committee,  Department 
of  Agriculture,  Food  and  Rural  Development, 
Government  of  Alberta,  to  develop  and  maintain 
awareness  of  plain  language. 

Send  submissions  to: 
The  Editor,  NoBull 
Information  Services  Division 
7000  - 1 1 3 Street 
Edmonton,  Alberta,  T6H  5T6 
Phone:  (403)  427-2127,  RITE  147-2127 
Fax:  (403)  427-2861 
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